Social impairment and social language deficits in children and adolescents with and at risk for psychosis.
One of the more debilitating functional outcomes of schizophrenia-spectrum disorders is social impairment. Previous studies have identified impaired social functioning both in the prodromal phase of psychosis and after acute symptoms abate, suggesting that social impairment represents a core deficit in psychosis not directly linked to psychotic episodes or symptom severity. To date, research in this area has focused primarily on adult populations rather than children, and has not directly assessed social language in individuals across the psychosis continuum. 81 youth ages 7-18 (N = 24 Typically Developing [TD], N = 36 Clinical High Risk [CHR], N = 21 Psychotic Disorder [PD]) were recruited. Youth participants were administered the Social Language Development Test (SLDT), and parent(s)/guardian(s) completed the Social Responsiveness Scale-II (SRS-II). Social language ability was not associated with social impairment. PD participants performed significantly worse on the SLDT than TD participants. CHR and PD participants were both rated as having experienced significantly greater social impairment than TD participants on every subscale of the SRS-II. Deficits in social language ability and social functioning are strong candidates for phenotypic markers of psychosis, and may be evident earlier in development than previous work has demonstrated. Additionally, the severity of social impairment did not differ between CHR and PD participants, further supporting that social cognitive deficits and social impairment, while related to symptom severity, are discrete deficits in individuals with and at risk for psychosis. These results highlight the importance of addressing social skills for individuals presenting in clinical settings with psychotic symptoms, including children.